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REPORT BY THE AUDITOR GENERAL FOR SCOTLAND 
 

TRANSPORT SCOTLAND’S FERRY SERVICES 
 
 

1. The Audit Scotland report on Transport Scotland’s ferry services was published on  
19 October 2017.   

2. Key messages from the report are as follows: 

 Ferries are an essential part of Scotland’s transport network. There are an estimated 
66 scheduled ferry routes in Scotland, managed by a range of public and commercial 
operators. In 2016/17, Transport Scotland spent £209.7 million on ferry services and 
assets, such as vessels and harbours. It operates three main ferry contracts, through which 
it subsidises 32 ferry routes, carrying over five million people each year. Between 2007/08 
and 2016/17, Transport Scotland’s spending on ferries increased by 115 per cent in real 
terms. Over this period, the number of passengers travelling on its subsidised routes 
increased by 0.3 per cent and car numbers increased by 16.8 per cent. Subsidies for the 
Clyde and Hebrides Ferry Service (CHFS) have increased by 185 per cent since 2007/08. 
This is mainly due to an increase in services, new vessels and the introduction of the Road 
Equivalent Tariff (RET). RET has resulted in higher passenger and car traffic but its wider 
impact has been mixed.  

 Transport Scotland’s Ferries Plan sets out proposals to develop ferry services and assets 
between 2013 and 2022, at an estimated cost of £390 million in capital and £10 million a 
year in revenue. Transport Scotland has made significant progress against the 
commitments in the plan less than halfway through its duration. But the plan, and 
underpinning investment plans for vessels and harbours, is focused on the Clyde and 
Hebrides network. There is no Scotland-wide, long-term strategy which takes into account 
proposed developments to ferry operations, and the condition of about half of the harbours 
used by Transport Scotland’s ferry operators is unknown. This means the full extent of 
Transport Scotland’s future spending requirements on services and assets is not known. In 
the context of limited public finances, Transport Scotland will find it challenging to continue 
to provide ferry services that meet the needs of users within its allocated budget. 

 The operators of Transport Scotland’s ferry contracts are performing well and, in 2016, 
about 99 per cent of sailings were on time. Ferry users are generally happy with services 
but there is variation across routes and some frustrations exist. Transport Scotland’s 
arrangements for consulting and involving ferry users could be improved. Ferry operations 
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are complicated and responsibilities and accountabilities are not well understood by users. 
Transport Scotland does not routinely measure the contribution that ferry services make to 
social and economic outcomes at a network level, which makes it difficult to determine 
whether its spending is value for money. Better information would allow Transport Scot land 
to demonstrate the impact of its decisions and the contribution that ferries make to the 
Scottish Government’s National Outcomes. 

 The new CHFS contract started on time, in October 2016, despite delays and weaknesses 
in how Transport Scotland managed the procurement project. The chosen procurement 
method was new and the two bidders were not clear on what was expected of them. The 
bidders submitted over 800 queries during the tender process and there were delays in 
providing them with important information. Transport Scotland has previously treated ferry 
procurement exercises as individual projects rather than a programme. It is now developing 
a more strategic approach for future procurements which should help improve planning, the 
use of resources and knowledge transfer. 

 Transport Scotland received one compliant bid for the new CHFS contract, which it 
awarded to CalMac at a cost of £868 million over eight years. CalMac’s bid met the 
minimum quality requirements and was £128 million lower than Transport Scotland’s 
estimate of the contract cost. Transport Scotland was not required to assess the 
350 commitments in CalMac’s bid, which makes it difficult for it to demonstrate the added 
value of the new contract. Transport Scotland updated the contract before its start date to 
reflect, for example, planned timetable changes and this has increased the contract cost to 
£975 million. Contract management arrangements are still evolving and could be 
strengthened.  


